
CONCERNED ABOUT UNEVEN PERFORMANCE across its branches,

a bank in Prague outfitted customer-facing teams with electronic sensors for six

weeks. The first two maps below display data collected from one team of nine

people over the course of different days, and the third illustrates data collected on

interactions between management and all the teams.

By looking at the data, we unearthed a divide between teams at the “Soviet era”

branches of the bank and teams at more modern facilities. Interestingly, at the

Soviet-era branches, where poor team communication was the rule,

communication outside teams was much higher, suggesting that those teams were

desperately reaching out for answers to their problems. Teams at the modern

facilities showed high energy and less need to explore outside. After seeing initial

data, the bank’s management published these dashboard displays for all the teams

to see and also reorganized the teams so that they contained a mix of members

from old and new branches. According to the bank, those measures helped

improve the working culture within all the teams.



corrected: the invisibility of customer service, overreliance on e-mail, and highly

uneven communication among groups. If these issues had been addressed, the

problems with the product might have surfaced much earlier, and the responses to

them would probably have improved.





about what makes good communication (active but equal participation).

Day 1

The two Japanese team members (bottom and lower left) are not engaged, and a

team within a team seems to have formed around the member at the top right.



Day 7

The team has improved remarkably. Not only are the Japanese members

contributing more to energy and engagement (with the one at the bottom

becoming a high-energy, highly engaged team member) but some of the Day 1

“dominators” (on the lower right, for example) have distributed their energy

better.

Every day for a week, we provided team members a visualization of that day’s work,

with some light interpretation of what we saw. (Keep in mind that we didn’t know the

substance of their work, just how they were interacting.) We also told them that the ideal

visualization would show members contributing equally and more overall contributions. By



The manager wanted to raise energy and engagement in lockstep. We suggested

instituting a common coffee break for each team at the call center. This increased

the number of interactions, especially informal ones, and raised the teams’ energy

levels. And because all team members took a break at once, interactions were

evenly distributed, increasing engagement. When we mapped energy and

engagement against AHT afterward, the results were clear: Efficiency in the center

increased by 8%, on average, and by as much as 20% for the worst-performing

teams.



Or at least that’s what we thought when we set out to do research for our book The

Wisdom of Teams (HarperBusiness, 1993). We wanted to discover what differentiates

various levels of team performance, where and how teams work best, and what top

management can do to enhance their effectiveness. We talked with hundreds of people on

more than 50 different teams in 30 companies and beyond, from Motorola and Hewlett-

Packard to Operation Desert Storm and the Girl Scouts.

Not all groups are teams: How to tell the difference

We found that there is a basic discipline that makes teams work. We also found that
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marked many worst-mood days, and catalysts and nourishers were rare.

What happens on a good day?

Progress—even a small step forward—occurs on many of the days people

report being in a good mood.

What happens on a bad day?

Events on bad days—setbacks and other hindrances—are nearly the mirror



image of those on good days.

This is the progress principle made visible: If a person is motivated and happy at the end

of the workday, it’s a good bet that he or she made some progress. If the person drags out

of the office disengaged and joyless, a setback is most likely to blame.

When we analyzed all 12,000 daily surveys filled out by our participants, we discovered

that progress and setbacks influence all three aspects of inner work life. On days when

they made progress, our participants reported more positive emotions. They not only

were in a more upbeat mood in general but also expressed more joy, warmth, and pride.

When they suffered setbacks, they experienced more frustration, fear, and sadness.



To build a foundation for emotional intelligence, a group must be aware of and

constructively regulate the emotions of:

• individual team members

• the whole group

• other key groups with whom it interacts.

How? By establishing EI norms—rules for behavior that are introduced by group

leaders, training, or the larger organizational culture. Here are some examples of

norms—and what they look like in action—from IDEO:



In this article, we’ll explore how emotional incompetence at any of these levels can

cause dysfunction. We’ll also show how establishing specific group norms that create

awareness and regulation of emotion at these three levels can lead to better outcomes.

First, we’ll focus on the individual level—how emotionally intelligent groups work with their

individual members’ emotions. Next, we’ll focus on the group level. And finally, we’ll look



ability to face challenges. Emotional intelligence means exploring, embracing, and

ultimately relying on emotion in work that is, at the end of the day, deeply human.



about harmony, lack of tension, and all members liking each other; it is about

acknowledging when harmony is false, tension is unexpressed, and treating others

with respect. The following table outlines some of the small things that groups can

do to establish the norms that build group emotional intelligence.



Most of the examples we’ve been citing show teams that are not only aware of but also

able to influence outsiders’ needs and perspectives. This ability to regulate emotion at the

cross-boundary level is a group’s version of the “social skills” so critical to individual

emotional intelligence. It involves developing external relationships and gaining the

confidence of outsiders, adopting an ambassadorial role instead of an isolationist one.

A manufacturing team we saw at KoSa displayed very high social skills in working with

its maintenance team. It recognized that, when problems occurred in the plant, the

maintenance team often had many activities on its plate. All things being equal, what would

make the maintenance team consider this particular manufacturing group a high priority?



more time.

Four Interventions

Your team’s unique circumstances can help you determine how to respond to

multicultural conflicts. Consider these options:



The differences between direct and indirect communication can cause serious damage to

relationships when team projects run into problems. When the American manager quoted

above discovered that several flaws in the system would significantly disrupt company

operations, she pointed this out in an e-mail to her American boss and the Japanese team

members. Her boss appreciated the direct warnings; her Japanese colleagues were



higher-level manager), and exit (removing a team member when other

options have failed). Adaptation is the ideal strategy because the team

works effectively to solve its own problem with minimal input from

management—and, most important, learns from the experience. The guide

below can help you identify the right strategy once you have identified both

the problem and the “enabling situational conditions” that apply to the

team.





A management team is attempting to select a fleet vehicle for its company’s

senior executives. When asked to rank three choices—BMW, Lexus, and

Mercedes—the individual team members reach an impasse.

To break it, the CEO intervenes and picks BMW. But as the table shows,

two-thirds of the team would have preferred a Lexus. Had he chosen Lexus,

however, two-thirds of the team would have preferred Mercedes. And had he

chosen Mercedes, two-thirds of the team would have preferred BMW. Instead

of being transitive—Lexus beats BMW; Mercedes beats Lexus; therefore

Mercedes beats BMW—the choice is circular.

Whatever decision the boss makes, the majority of his team is rooting for

a different option. Unjustly, but not surprisingly, he is considered a dictator.

Idea in Brief



When virtuoso teams begin their work, individuals are in and group consensus is out. As

the project progresses, however, the individual stars harness themselves to the product of

the group. Sooner or later, the members break through their own egocentrism and become

a plurality with a single-minded focus on the goal. In short, they morph into a powerful



summarized his philosophy as “making quick decisions involving as many people as

possible.” We watched the Bravo team over several months as it grappled with a major

strategic redirection. After many group discussions, the final decision was made at a

multiday retreat involving the whole team.

How teams argue but still get along

In contrast, the leaders of the teams marked by extensive interpersonal conflict were

either highly autocratic or weak. The CEO at Mercury Microdevices, for example, was the

principal decision maker. There was a substantial gap in power between him and the rest

of the team. In the decision we tracked, the CEO dominated the process from start to

finish, identifying the problem, defining the analysis, and making the choice. Team members




